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At 0100, 20 December 1989, aircraft belonging to the Ist
Dattalion, 228th Aviation; Task Force HAWK; 160th Special
Operations Aviation Group (ABN); and the Ist Battalion, 82nd
Aviation deployed throughout the Republic of Panama to conduct
air assaults and attack operations to initiate Operation JUST
CAUSE--to rid Panama of the "tyrannical" dictator, Manuel
Noriega. This paper describes the participating aviation units,
key commanders and staff, and analyzes aviation operations that
were essential to the success of initial Operation JUST CAUSE
missions and follow-on operations. This was the first time in
history that Night Vision Goggles(WVG) were used in actual combat
operations. This paper documents the aviation forces, their
historical background, training, command relationships,
operations, combat service support, airspace management, D-day
crews, and. battle damagedi aircraft. This analysis suggests
future considerations regarding the role of aviation in
contingency operations. Discussion of the involvement of Task
Force 160 Special Operations Aviation is limited to unclassified
information. Contains comprehensive bibliography of Operation
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AIMY AVIATION IN OPERATION JUST CAUSE

I. INTRODUCTION

ITt should be the duty of evexy soldier to

reflect on the experiences of the past, in the
endeavor to discover improvements, in his

particular sphere of action, which are

practicable in the immediate future.

B. H. Liddell Hart
.1jhqouLhts on War, 1944

The months leading to the U.S. military action in Panama

were filled with great uncertainty and anxiety for not only the

people of Panama, but for the leaders and men and women of U.S.

Army South. In the two years leading up to action, there were

several distinct periods which took on special characteristics.

There were seemingly endless weeks and months filled with minor

to major crisis. From the pre-election propaganda, to the post

election beatings; from the school bus incident, to the

unsuccessful coup attempts, to the killing of Marine Lieutenant

Paz; one crisis blended into the next. Typically, while units I
were still. catching their breath from the last potentially

disastrous incident, tensions would mount to yet another plateau

as the next incident. occurred.

On 20 December 1989, US forces executed Operation jUST CAUSE

in the Republic of Panama, The mission had four objectives:

protect US citizens; ensure the safe operation of the Panama

Canal; support democratic institutions in Panama; and apprehend



Manuel Noriega.' Before the operation was complete, some 27,000

US soldiers, sailors, Marines, and airmen would be committed to

the largest contingency operation since World War II12

In a very complex operation, 27 targets were struck

simultaneously by a combined force of US Army Rangers,

paratroopers, light infantrymen, Navy SEALS (sea-air-land teams)

and Marines, supported by helicopters, attack aircraft and light

armored vehicles. Almost unanimously, observers hailed Operation

JUST CAUSE as a near perfect example of the "surgical" military

strike--the "quick win"--sought by military planners, required by

political leaders and endorsed by the American public. The full

use of the capabilities of the Army's newest member of the

combined arms team--ARMY AVIATION--contributed greatly to the

success of Operation JUST CAUSE. Numerous articles and papers

written about the operation have neither fully depicted the role

played by aviation, nor the extensive preparation that culminated

in this highly successful operation. This paper will present the

story of Army Aviation in Operation JUST CAUSE.
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I!
IL. THE BACKGROUND AND PRELUDE

No triumph of peace is quite so great

as the supreme triumphs of war. The cour-

age of the soldier, the courage of the

statesman who has to meet storms which can

be quelled only by soldierly virtues--this

stands higher than any quality called out

merely in time of peace.

Theodore Roosevelt
Speech at the U.S. Naval War College

2 June 1.897

THE CRISIS: 1988 - 1989

To many Americans, including many in the Armed Forces, US

military involvement in Panama started with the deployment of

forces from Fort Bragg and other stateside posts to conduct

Operation JUST CAUSE in December 1989 and January 1990. In

reality, the military was deeply involved from the beginning of

the crisis in mid-1987. For years the United States Southern

Command (USSOUTHCOM) and thousands of members of the various

service components have been living and serving in what has been

called--the "Tropical Paradise'". During the crisis period, the

activities, sacrifices, and contributions of those serving

proudly in Panama were often overshadowed by other world events,

such as the US Presidential election in 1988, events in Eastern

Europe--particularly taking down the Berlin Wall--and the

Tianannen Square demonstrations. These events often domlinated

3



the headlines. US military activities in Panaiýa connected with

Noriega, his drug involvement, and the crisis attending his

corrupt regime faded from the public attention. Meanwhile, U.S.

citizens in Panama were mistreated, and Noriega's problems were

creating a tense situation there. Largely unnoticed by the

American public, the Reagan administration substantially

increased U.S. troop strength in Panama in early 1988.3

The sacrifices and contributions of thousands of family

members and their soldiers, sailors, airmen, and Marines were

virtually overlooked. In February 1988, after Noriega was

indicted by two federal grand juries in Florida on drug-related

charges, the Panamanian Defense Forces(PDF) engaged in a

systematic campaign to harass U.S. forces and their families:

t-hey stopped them in their cars for no reason; they interfered

with troop movements; and on occasion they assaulted soldiers and

family members. 4 It was often a "major drill"' for a wife to go

to the local commissary. Wives would often be stopped and

harassed by the Panamanian Defense Forces (PDF); occasionally the

PDF would take the groceries. Among thousands of instances of

harassment, one of the most notable was the PDF stopping and

boarding 21 Department of Defense school buses filled with

hundreds of young school children. The PDF brandished loaded

automatic weapons and detained the children. After a few hours

of negotiations, the buses and traumatized children were

released. 5
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In late February 1988, Noriega ignored an attempt by

President Eric Arturo Delvalle to fire him. Then on 16 March,

Noriega survived a coup attempt. Noriega charged that the US

military was involved in these activities. As a result , the

relations with the Panamanian Defense Forces had reached low ebb.

Accordingly, the U.S. drew up a new Panama Canal Defense

plan--ELABORATE MAZE. It assumed a hostile PDF. The in-country

forces--primarily of the 193d Infantry Brigade--were insufficient

to provide the required security. As the threat to American

lives, property and interests in Panama increased, President

Reagan deployed augmentation forces (1300 soldiers and Marines)

to assist the in-country units with the mission of security

enhancement.

These additional forces, which deployed on 5 April 1988,

included the 16th Military Police (MP) Brigade (Bde) headquarters

from Ft Bragg; 59th MP Battalion (Bn) from FT Meade; 118th MP Bn

from Ft Bragg; a Marine rifle company from the 6th Marine

Expeditionary Brigade (MEB) at Camp Lejeune; an aviation task

force (TF-HAWK) from the 7th Infantry Division (Light)

(consisting of elements of the 3d Battalion, 123d Aviation, and

an attack helicopter company composed of elements of the 2d

Squadron )th Cavalry, Ft Ord); and approximately 150 Air Force

Security Police. 6 These units helped reduce crime on US military

posts and harassment of US citizens.

This augmentation caused command and control to become an

issue. 7 Joint Task Force PANAMA was activated on 9 April 1,988

5



by General Frederick Woerner' (CINCSO) to provide a headquarters

for directing military operations in Panama. Nearly all US

military organizations in Panama were placed under the

operational control of JTF-PA.7NAXA, commanded by Major General

Bernard Loeffke, the commander of United States Army South

(USARSO). JTF'-PANM4A's mission was to protect American lives and

property, conduct joint training and exercises and draft

contingency plans.'

JTF-PANAMA provided an excellent opportunity fcr joint

training in a crisis environment. In his School of Advanced

Military Studies Monograph, Major Brad Mason, one of the aviation

leaders in Panama at this time, described the forward presence

operations environment in which the units were operating as "the

fine line between peace and war. -1 The crisis cooled in the fall

of 1988. Hence many of the security enhancement forces were

returned to the States, except the aviation forces (TF HPWK) and

one MP battalion.

THE ELECTION--MAY 1989

In May of 1989, Noriega allowed free el.ections to be held

thinking that the PDF could rig the elections if the results were

close. This was not the case! The elections were closely

watched by international observers including former U.S.

President Jimmy Carter. Noriega was soundly defeated, despite

rampant vote fraud. Ile declared the election void and retained

power, T~his resJulted in a series f demonstrations and a brutal

63



attack on newly elected Vice President Billy Ford. This violence

was seen on TV around the world. As the situation looked like it

was again going to get out of hand, President Bush deployed more

troops to Panama in April 1989.

The build up, code-named NI'MIROD DANCER, deployed several

units to Panama: a brigade headquarters and a light infantry

battalion from 7th Infantry Division at FT Ord; a mechanized

infantry battalion (MNi3) from 5th Mech Division, FT Polk, LA;

and a Marine light armored infantry company equipped with light

armored vehicles (LAV-25s). Their presence not only iruJreased

security but also pre-positioned units called for in the

contingency plans."0

OPERATION BLADE FtQ~.fannifrSw

In addition to sending security forces to Panama, President

Bush directed an emergency drawdown of dependents and that all

military families and personnel be moved from downtown Panama

City to US military instal.lations or returned to the States and a

corresponding tour length curtailment of sponsors. In what

became called--Operation BLADE JEWEL--the purpose was to reduce

the number of family members in country; thus it served as a

partial non-combatant evacuation operation ('IEO)

Personnel, were selected to return to the States based on

their origina~lly scheduled departure dates (DEROS). The first

category of soldiers were permitted to depart early with their

families. Families in the next category would return to the

7



States, but the service mitcembers remained in Panama to complete an

adjusted tour. This quickly implemented policy produced much

frustration, resentment, and confusion, especially since people

wete often qiven very short notices to depart. Sometimes they

could not even take their family pets or arrange to ship their

cars. Within a four to six week period in the early suwtaer of

1989, 1-228th Aviation suffered a devastating hemorrhagoe of its

most experienced personnel. All of this adversely impacted on

combat readiness. The mission was to get the families out as

quickly as possible. Some critical personnel were evacuated and

other critical personnel were so distracted by 'the departure of

their families that they did not attend to their duties. Even

though not a surprise, a significant increase in use and abuse of

alcohol was noted during this time. The turbulence was

absolutely devastating to combat read.ness.s"

Had all things remained equal, had the status quo been left ,

uyndisturbed, the 1-228 Avn could have been expected to perform

with flying colors in the first test of aviation in combat since

Grenada in October 19833. Fate, however, would step in. to create

a perfect plan for potential failure by gutting the battalion of

all but a few seasoned personnel. [

Critical losses were evident in all functional areas.

Aviation maintenance organizations, er:xDerienced aircrews, and

standardization were hit very hard; some were slow to recover.

Without a doubt, evacuation activities conflicted critically with

readiness The only imrediiace relief was to a•ccept many

8



inexperienced recent flight school graduates. Some units would

have nearly 50% Warrant Officer Is (WO), just out of flight

school. It was a quick fix with a price tag. Commanders were

forced to thrust junior, inexperienced people into situations and

levels of responsibility far above their pay grades and

responsibility.

JTF PANAIW TASK ORGANIZATION

With the arrival of the rIMNROD DANCER forces, JTF--Panama

organized three Task Forces: (1)TF ATLANTIC, under command of

the Brigade Commander from 7th ID, consisted of the 7th Int Div

light infantry battalion and operational control (OPCON) of the

Jungle Operations Training Battalion (JOTB) and units deployed

for training. (2)TF BAYONET consisted of the 193d Infantry

Brigade with its organic 5th Bn, 87 Inf (Light) (Ft Clayton) and

Ist Bn, 508th Abn IrTf (Ft Kobbe). Attached -to the brigade was

the 4th Bn, 6th Mechanized Inf (from 5th INF DIV, Ft Polk). TF

BAYONET's area of responsibility (AOR) included the East bank of

the canal. (3)Marine Forces-Panama (MARFOR) assumed

responsibility for the West bank of the canal, Including external

security of Howard AFB--a huge task. To assist in this mission,

USARSO's 536th Heavy Combat Engineer Bn, commanded by LT C Peter

Topp, was placed under the operational control of MARFOR. 2'

9



TASK FORCE EAGLE

Initially, the two aviation battalions, TF HAWK and 1-228

Aviation, reported directly to JTF-Panama. However, in an effort

to streamline coordination, and improve standardiza4ion and

safety, TF-EAGLE was established 3 August 1989 as a major

subordinate command of JTF-PANAMA. The commander of TF-EAGLE was

the commander of '--228 Aviation.13

TABLE I

TASYt FORCE - EAGLE
TASK ORGANIZATION (3 Aug 89)

HHC/1/-228 AVN 3 C-12 F[W
2 UH-60 CINC Hawks

A/1-228 AVN 15 UH1-60*
* 2 U11-60s atch from 9th ID

B/1-228 AVN 14 UH-IH
8 OH-58A
8 CH-47C

C/1-228 AVN(Avn Intermediate 1 UH1-60
Maintenance) AVIM
ORF 3 CH-47C
ORF 2 UH--IH

214th Medical Evac DET 6 UH-60

Task Force HAWK
CO(-)/3-123 AVN (ASLT) 15 UH-60

ATK HEL CO 7 AH-IE
4 OH-58

:10



TASK P'ORCE RAWK

TF-'HAWK originally deployed with C Co (UH-60 Assault), 3-123

Avn, and an attack helicopter company composed of elements of the

2d Squadron, 9th Cavalry, along with a ".slice" from the Aviation

Intermediate Maintenance Company. The Task Force consisted of 60

pilots and 180 support soldiers, commanded by LTC Frank Dodge.

Task Force HAWK deployed as an Emergency Deployment Readiness

Exercise (EDRE) for a short duration exercise. They had no time

for detailed pl.anning and coordination. When it was determined

the deployment was for an extended period of time, the commander,

staff and units began to rotate with the remainder of the 7th

Inf Div Aviation Brigade on a 90-day .3chedule. The schedule was

devised so the companies would rotate in 45-day cycles to provide

.. l) izi u~t -y .

The major challenge was locating adequate maintenance and

living facilities. The host unit, 1-228 Avn, was already crowded

and suffering from a shortage of space that was exacerbated by

the arrival of TF HAWK. Thus, the Task Force personnel were

forced to move several, times as a result of the temporary nature

of facilities. At bec't, the soldiers always lived in. crowded

open bay barracks, and the maintenance area and aircraft parking

areas were not any better..

To provide parking space for sone of the airoraft, an

athletic field on FT Kobbe was fenced with concertina wire and

named the "Corral". Others, normally 3 TH.-60s, were permanently

located at FT Sherman on the Atlantic side. The Task Force moved

Ii



to FT Sherman in the Spring of 1989. However, at the on set of

the rainy season, the aircraft began sinking in the mud. As a

result, the main portion of the Task Force relocated to Ft Kobbe

and Howard AFB.

Commanders of Task Force HAWK rotations were LTC Frank

Dodge, LTC Frank Taddonio, LTC Paul Sutterland, LTC Howard Borum,

LTC William Durbin, LTC John Plant, and LTC Howard Borum (2d

rotation).

SAND FLEAS, PURPLE STORMS, AND CONTINGENCY READINESS

EXERCISES

Expanded missions were assigned to JTF-PANAMA with the

additional forces, and a series of operations to exercise US

"freedom of movement" treaty rights were planned and conducted.

These highly provocative operations were referred to as SAND FLEA

and PURPLE STORM exercises. SAND FLEA operations were normally

conducted by a single service; they consisted of missions ranging

from as simple as a truck convoy from one end of the canal to the

other, or a 2-3 aircraft NVG air assault to installations jointly

occupied by PDF and U.S. forces.14 PURPLE STORMS involved

larger joint exercises. Both types of operations kept units on

the "fine line between peace and war" and were conducted with

live ammunition, door guns mounted, and bullet proof vests on

a ircrew members.

12


